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To my mother Sonia, my wife Ashley, and my daughter Remi.
You each are my past, present, and future.
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…for a people who are neither Spanish nor live in a country in which Spanish is
the first language; for a people who live in a country in which English is the
reigning tongue but who are not Anglo; for a people who cannot entirely identify
with either standard (formal, Castilian) Spanish nor standard English, what
recourse is left to them but to create their own language? A language which they
can connect their identity to, one capable of communicating the realities and
values true to themselves—a language with terms that are neither espanol ni
ingles, but both 1
Gloria Anzaldua
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Introduction:
A letter to the reader
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Dear Reader,
I have written this as a collection of letters to offer insight into my studio practice. They
carry honest, earnest, and lighthearted tones sharing my sincere thoughts, beliefs, failures,
chance moments, overlapping ideas, and arguments. Each letter is written to a person that is dear
to me, people que amo, some whose ideas I may question, or people that I share personal
relationships with through their work. I do not intend to send these correspondences out to the
recipients. Even if I did, only two could or may reply. Three of the other recipients have passed
away and one is a non-imaginary friend. Here, I write to you, the reader, to introduce this text,
clarify some points, and later, conclude on what you’ve read. You are more than welcome to
write back. Many of the thoughts in the letters are concrete, based on research, and others a bit
more open-ended to show how I work from day-to-day.
The letters are written in English, Spanish, and are neither English nor Spanish, but both
as Espanglish or Spanglish. Throughout the letters you will encounter common Spanglish words
or words I’ve developed or inherited through a blend of Spanish or English lexicon and
grammar—varieties of Spanglish spoken in Florida, New York, and California that are now part
of my day to day speaking. They reflect how Spanglish is spoken commonly in the United States
among my generation of Spanglish speakers. The letters convey my approach to seeing the world
as an artist and an understanding of my practice, in and out of the studio, and the manner in
which my work fits into contemporary thinking, and myself.

Sincerely,
Adrian Gonzalez
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Studio in Weil Hall, 2021
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St. Louis Studio, 2021
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Una Lettra para Sonia:
Mi Mamá
En Español

*Sonia Delgado (July 10, 1966 – March 15, 2021) is my mother. The English translation of the
letter can be found in the appendix (page 52).
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Mamá,

Solías decirme lo gran artista que era porque podía colorear dentro de las líneas de mis
libros para colorear de Los Tortugas Ninja. Comprarías los paquetes grandes de kraiolas para que
tuviera todos los colores que necesitaba. Macaroni and Cheese, Razzmatazz y los crayones de
colores del Outer Space siempre estuvieron en mi arsenal.
Siempre tuvo una extraña fascinación al decir que heredé mi interés por el arte de Tio
Junior, quien fue un pintor de carteles en Puerto Rico hasta que se mudó a Florida a principios de
los 90. Quizás hiciste una conexión porque él era el único artista que conocías. Recuerdo estar
tan encantado - encantado - por el mural que pintó en el garaje de Abuelita en medio de la nada
en Interlachen, Florida.
Tio Junior también fue el primer artista que conocí. Un artista machista latino por
excelencia, si me preguntas. Siempre estaba un poco despeinado, tenía pintura en la ropa, se
quedaba despierto hasta tarde tocando su guitarita de niño y realmente sabía hacer riki tiki tiki
con su púa en ese güiro.
Pintó una escena de un río que sube hasta las montañas en Puerto Rico. Una escena de su
imaginación. Palmeras a lo lejos y agricultores cuidando la tierra. Cinco flores de plumeria
pintadas en la parte inferior; no estoy seguro de si la idea era que se acercaran a medida que te
movías de izquierda a derecha o si se alejaban a medida que se movían de derecha a izquierda.
La gran abertura en el centro de la pared me molestó porque ¿por qué Tio Junior elegiría esta
pared para pintar? ¿Por qué arruinar su cuadro con un gran vacío en el centro?
Me gusta esa apertura ahora. Es especial para mí ahora. Tal vez nos esté mostrando una ventana
de un vendedor ambulante como las que se encuentran en todo el Viejo San Juan, pequeñas
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Fidia Rafael Otero “Tio Junior”, 1990’s
latex paint on wall
dimensions variable
Courtesy of NEFMLS, Inc.
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aberturas donde cualquiera puede comprar batidas y empanadas mientras camina por la ciudad.
Los pájaros pasan por encima, la hierba se agita, los niños corren, el rrrring rrrring del camión
Good Humor. Fue surrealista tener una imagen que se sintió como una ventana que me
transportó a los recuerdos de Tío Junior de lo que Puerto Rico era para él. Creo que algo como
esto se llama portal.
También estaba ese pequeño letrero blanco de un pie de ancho y 8 pulgadas de alto que
vivía justo al lado de la puerta principal de la casa de Abuelita. Tío Junior pintó los números de
la casa 231 en rojo y los delineó en esmalte negro con pequeñas flores de plumeria pintadas
como si fueran arrastradas por el viento. Pequeñas marcas de manchas blancas en los números
rojos daban la ilusión de que los números estaban húmedos y relucientes al sol. Pienso mucho en
esos números con florecitas. Pienso en todos los letreros que pintó alrededor de Interlachen.
Coloco objetos en mi trabajo como el letrero de la casa pequeña.
Tú y yo siempre hemos tenido un lenguaje bastante vago para describir lo que hago. Me
preguntas qué hago en el estudio o en el shop y te digo pintando o dibujando. No sé exactamente
cómo crees que se ve un estudio de artista, pero no es tan diferente de cómo se veía cuando Tío
Junior estaba pintando carteles y murales, solo que mucho menos aire fresco.
Diría que las cosas que hago son muy similares a mi forma de hablar. Rápido la mayor
parte del tiempo. Hago una pausa y pienso. A veces me resulta difícil pronunciar algunas
palabras, así que murmuro entre ellas, lo que la mayoría de la gente no me entendería y me piden
que disminuya la velocidad. Es un mal hábito, lo sé, y odiaría que me escuchara. Calma te es lo
que probablemente dirías. Es difícil pronunciar algunas palabras cuando estoy tan acostumbrado
a hablar español contigo a unas 100 mph y las palabras se funden entre sí. He estado intentando
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Adrian Gonzalez, Dos Delight, 2020
acrylic, oil, screen print, and colored pencil on paper
30 X 22 inches.
Courtesy of the artist
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reducir la velocidad. Creo que está ayudando a la forma en que trabajo, aunque no estoy Seguro
de lo que está haciendo con la velocidad al hablar.
Sabes, no ha cambiado mucho en la forma en que uso mis manos desde los días en que
solía dibujar en las paredes de ladrillo de nuestros edificios de apartamentos. O cuando JJ y yo
desarmamos juguetes y los volvíamos a armar como el Frankenstien, rompiendo y mezclando
mientras tú nos gritabas por destruirlos. Todas esas revistas locas que coleccioné que hojeé y
dibujé. Me atrajo la forma en que las convirtieron en sus propias historias, su juego y su
inclinación cultural. Fue mundano para mí.
En el estudio tengo trozos de papel cortado y rasgado, madera, cinta, plástico, tornillos, tela,
toallas, metal y todo tipo de objetos al azar esparcidos por todas partes cuando trabajo. Pensarías
que son montones de basura. Realmente no me importa de dónde vengan estos materiales, me
interesa lo que voy a hacer con ellos, ¡incluso si es trash de voy a dar otra paliza! Luego se
convierten en otra cosa. Se convierten en arte.
Solo confía en mi. Sé que básicamente te estoy diciendo que estoy usando materiales que
tú considerarías basura. Pero no te escribiría y te lo diría si no estuviera emocionado y creyera en
él. Miro de dónde vengo, cómo hablamos, las cosas que nos rodean, las imágenes que nos
rodean, nuestros miedos, las cosas que hicimos y no tuvimos. Sé que te parecen extraños y no se
parecen a las pinturas de Tio Juniors de sus recuerdos del hermoso Puerto Rico, de donde vino.
Estas son mis fotos de dónde vengo y adónde voy. Solo quiero que sepas que sé de dónde vengo,
pero quiero que veas a dónde voy.

Con muchisimo amor,
Adrian
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Adrian Gonzalez, Tres Delight, 2020
acrylic, screen print, and colored pencil on paper
30 X 22 inches
Courtesy of the artist
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Some Words to Salvador Tio:
A letter about Spanglish and other things

* Salvador Tió Montes de Oca (November 15, 1911 – September 17, 1989) was a Puerto
Rican poet, writer, and promoter of Puerto Rican culture, best known for coining the term
Spanglish.
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The most optimistic opinion is held by Ruben Del Rosario, professor of philology
at the University of Puerto Rico, who has written extensively on language change
in Spanish America: “La lengua es lo que se dice” (language is that which is
spoken), has been enriched by vocabulary from many different languages, and the
changes that have occurred are no different in kind from English, he feels, is
minimal, and sees little possibility that Spanish will be replaced, whether or not
English is present as a second language.
Sharply opposed to this view is the Opinion of Salvador Tio, a journalist
and literary figure. He sees language mixture as a degradation and
impoverishment of the glorious tongue of Cervantes and castigates those who
speak Spanglish. The true culprit, he believes, is the official policy of
bilingualism, and he would do away with the required teaching of English
altogether, so that its presence could not be encouraged language mixture.
Salvador Tio claims credit for inventing the term Spanglish in a bitterly
satirical article written in 1952. Pronouncements against the menace of English
are made with great frequency by highly placed cultural, professional, and
educational leaders, but have little noticeable effect on speech habits. Some
examples of vituperative remarks, translated from the Spanish language
newspaper El Mundo, are the following “for Puerto Rico, bilingualism is the
dissolution of its nationality personality through the loss of its language” 2

Spanglish: Language Contact in Puerto Rico
Rose Nash
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Senor Tió,

It has been hard to get your words out of my head since reading your essay Desda El
Tuétano: Teiria Del Espanglish.3 You consider being bilingual as un acto of using two languages
as though they are one—to say that it is not puro! How can you argue that? If that is the case, I
wonder what you think of Creole, Pidgin, or any other multivocal language. I have always been
in between languages. I was held back in the first grade because my English wasn’t really that
great. How bad does a 6-year-old have to be for that to happen? My English must have been bad
enough for me to have to repeat my basic language arts skills for another year. I had to reel back
from the Spanish language to survive through the first grade.
I used to write lettras to my mother in a hybrid of both English and Spanish—Spanglish,
a language with terms that are neither espanol ni ingles, but both 4. It was a time spent thinking
in one language and speaking another. Yes, they were written by a child. Yes, they were full of
grammatical and structural errors, but they were written in the language that I spoke. It was not
slang or shorthand but a language that surrounded me and that I knew, a language I spoke todos
los dias. Words in it started with fragments of English but ended in Spanish and sounded like
English but were Spanish or vice versa. Those fragments left manchitas that thus blended to
create my Spanglish language.
The idea of the origins and death of languages relates to bilinguismo. Homi Bhabha refers
to hybridity as the creation of new transcultural forms by colonization. As used in horticulture,
the term refers to the crossbreeding of two species by grafting or cross-pollination to form a
third, hybrid species—a third space. Hybridization manifests so many forms: linguistic,
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Hay que crear una nueva lengua que no se preste a engaños. Por ahora solo esta
en teoria, la teoria del "Espanglish", la teoria para acabar con el bilinguismo en
nombre del bilinguismo.
A new language must be created that does not lend itself to deception. For now, it
is only in theory, the theory of “Spanglish”, the theory to end bilingualism in the
name of bilingualism.5
Salvador Tió
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cultural, political, racial, and many others. Pidgin and Creole echo the foundational use of the
term by Mikhail Bakhtin,6 who used it to suggest the disruptive and transfiguring power of
multivocal language situations and, by extension, of multivocal narratives.7
Is artmaking that different from these ideas? It doesn’t feel that different to me. Like
language, art is a form of communication that allows me as an artist to present my intellectual
and conceptual ideas and thoughts—cross pollinating form and content. Here, bilingualism is the
act of combining thought and process, thinking in one form and making in another. Being
bilingual as an artist is to move back and forth between artistic languages—it is not only
linguistic, political, cultural, or racial, as Nasrullah Mambrol says,8 but it also expresses as a
hybridity of collage, assemblage, painting, print, or objects. It burst forth as fragments, or
manchitas as I call them, to create new forms of communication that challenge convention and
reinvent reality by letting go of expectations9 and develop a new visual language.
As an artist, I often think about originality. I take images to relate the past, present, and
future. This and the reference to the hybridity of language strikes me as originals are being
reintroduced as new originals—no longer an original in language, no original in art, no original
in music, no original in style, no original in form, shape, or color. Walter Benjamin believes,
there springs a new original after every translation. It can be translated over and over again, and
with each translation is born a new original.10
I’m not interested in Spanish for Spanish’s sake. It’s not from here or from there. What is
important to me about Spanglish is its embodiment of a hybridity of communities and cultures in
a way that it is not losing purity, as you say, but gaining a visibility through a sense of belonging
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Adrian Gonzalez, Como Un Gran Combo, 2020
Digitally printed image of Maria La Del Barrio’s archnemesis meme blocked by graphite,
gesso, and pearlescence on screen printing film
26 x 40 inches (66.04 x 101.6 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
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for those who feel in-between cultures and communities. To me, it’s like the visual work I make.
I collect materials around me, some I find and some I make. Some belong to me and some are
from others. This is what being bilingual means to me. This is a reflection on my work, which is
in the intermediate stages of representation and abstraction, in-between planes, moving forms
and lines.
As an artist whose identity is based in the intersection of two languages and two cultures,
my practice becomes a way in which I process circumstances situated with these identities. I
have been delving into my translations of connecting as an American Spanish-speaking person to
popular Latin American culture based on structures and influences from Tele Novela memes,
Puerto Rican music and slang, insults, jokes, and other aspects of interpreted Latin media. I am
considering the relationship between the two. I am not so concerned with their differences but
how they influence one another. The work transitioning to this appropriates text from the memes
to create titles and context for my drawings, paintings, print, and objects. I am looking at
different translations, maybe that images can be unrelated to words. I am thinking how I can
understand all my reattempted translations and failures and revisit them. This process of working
is bilingual to me—think in one language and speak in another. With this in mind, I have been
asking myself: Do I cry in Spanish? Do I feel in English? Do I think in Spanish?
My Subtitle Series traces this way of thinking. This series represented me growing up as a
literal translator. I always translated incorrectly and ended-up using Spanglish to describe the
subtitles. “Ese tanager se esta flunkiando” I would say to translate “that teenager is flunking.”
The subtitles were always on the films we watched on DVDs every Friday night from
BloqBooster, usually in English because not many movies had foreign subtitles. Foreign subtitles
are what they were, strange to think of Spanish as foreign.
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Adrian Gonzalez, Es Como Shiny, 2020
Digitally printed image of Maria La Del Barrio’s
archnemesis meme blocked by graphite and gesso on paper
26 x 40 inches. (66.04 x 101.6 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
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Take a look at my pieces Es Como Shiny and Como un Gran Combo. When imagining
these works language was an important foundation as well as monochromatic abstraction.
Influenced by Malevich and the reference to pop culture through the subtitles makes them
accessible and shows that there are politics in art not necessarily understood in a conceptual way
but expressed through a language.
I came to drawing and collage early on, unknowingly, as a way to learn English and
identify with American culture. Now, antithetically, I revisit the issues of my experience of what
Spanish is to me in the United States. I use a multitude of Spanish and Espanglish terms such as
abstractado and chequear—or the opposite when speaking Spanish—to both describe my
premise and help the viewer and reader better understand the narrative I wish to talk about in my
artistic practice.
I don’t consider myself a narrative artist. I do not create the illustration of an idea. My
practice is about materiality, flexibility, marks, moves, and at times, improvisation. I am a
collector of moments that are created though an ambiguous pause of everyday to pictures create
a small lens into our ephemeral world and a contemporary moment—using bad translations and
Spanglish as metaphors.
I hope you can see, Senor Tio, that Spanglish is important to my practice as a visual artist
but also is a part of my identity.

Sincerely,
Adrian Gonzalez
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Adrian Gonzalez
Installation in Weil Hall, 2021
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist
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Bizárro:
A letter to my non-imaginary friend
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Adrian Gonzalez, Non-Imaginary Friend (Bizarro), 2020
paper, tape, acrylic, jeans, and shirt
67 x 18 x 8 inches (170.18 x 45.72 x 20.32 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
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Welcome Bizárro,

Let me tell you how you came to be a real boy, like Pinocchio. In preparation for every
New Year, my family would prepare superstitious traditions. During the week between
Christmas and New Year, effigies, known as Manigotes of national and international politicians,
celebrities, cartoon characters, random figures, and of many hated people appear outside of
houses and gathering places in cities and small towns across the country. A tradition that my
family celebrates every year is that we would buy or make paper mâché dolls stuffed with paper,
straw, and fireworks. These manigotes represent something or someone we want to leave behind
with the past year. They represent the Año Viejo and a chance to forget all the trials and
tribulations of the previous year and welcome better luck in the coming one. At the stroke of
midnight on the 31st of December, the Manigotes are set on fire in the street. What better way to
invite better fortunes for the new year?
When celebrating these traditions as a child, I believed that the Manigotes were haunted
figures from another world, especially as they burned in the night, never to be seen or heard from
again as they were left behind as ashes in el Año Viejo. I used to think of Bizarro, a comic book
character created as a mirror image of Superman to imitate his role in a reversed alternate
universe.11 Did these Manigotes live in between real and imaginary?
Instead of burning you before the clock struck midnight, I decided to keep you as my
mirror image, my effigy. Obviously, bizarre translated to Spanish is bizárro. My familial
traditions are also bizarro. Bizarro, you were created with these things in mind.

30

Gonzalez

Adrian Gonzalez, Non-Imaginary Friend (Bizarro), 2020
paper, tape, acrylic, jeans, and shirt
67 x 18 x 8 inches (170.18 x 45.72 x 20.32 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
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I sculpted you to be like me and to dress like me. You must have better vision because
you don’t wear glasses, or am I Clark Kent and you Superman? You must be Bizárro, not
Superman since you have an unenviable appearance with a Frankenstein’s monster pastiche. You
might be a copy like a print, but you are me but not quite me, not quite 1:1. You are just
translation of what I am. Does this reduce either of our identities? What will happen if I keep you
around or if I speak to you only in Spanglish so that is all you know? Do you think you can sit in
for me? Will anyone notice that you are not me? My nonimaginary friend, a hybrid, living inbetween being real and not real.

Let’s talk more tomorrow, my friend.
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Adrian Gonzalez, Non-Imaginary Friend (Bizarro), 2020
paper, tape, acrylic, jeans, and shirt
67 x 18 x 8 inches (170.18 x 45.72 x 20.32 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
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To Rauschenberg:
A Letter to Robert Rauschenberg

* Milton Ernest "Robert" Rauschenberg was an American painter and graphic artist whose early works
anticipated the Pop art movement. Rauschenberg is well known for his Combines, a group of artworks
which incorporated everyday objects as art materials, and which blurring the distinctions between
painting and sculpture.
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Collage can be so many things, a room full of people, a bouquet of flowers, a tree
of noisy birds or a pile of trash on the street. Collage is everywhere if you just
stop and look for it. In many ways it’s a collision of seemingly unrelated ideas
derived from some form of spontaneity or perception. But I believe that at its
core, collage is really about challenging convention and reinventing reality by just
letting go of expectations. 12
Charles Wilkins
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Dear Robert,

I’ve never been able to experience your piece ¼ mile or 2 Furlong, 1981-98 in person. I
hope that one day I can. To be honest I didn’t think much about your work until a visit to The
Museum of Modern Art where I saw one of your Combines, Bed, 1955. Before this experience, I
had only seen your work through images in textbooks or magazines; most of the time I wasn’t
actually sure what I was looking at. As a young artist, I didn’t understand that you wanted to
break from the past with your post-modernist thinking. how you moved away from the easel with
an impulse to say fuck it because you wanted to experience art in a new way.
Bed is presented as a painting but functions as a real-world object at the same time. The
shape of the work with the quilt in the bottom portion felt like a bed. Not only because the
utilitarian objects referenced things we would find in a bed, or that the painted sheet is folded
over, or the pillow dirty and disheveled as though someone had just woken up but also the size of
the work itself felt the size of a person. I have to ask, was it your bedding you used for this
piece? Is this a self-portrait? It makes me think about your hand, it makes me think about living.
It makes me think of grids—rigid, wonky, and ungeometric all at once. It makes me think about
architecture, painting, and sculpture. It makes me think about gravity; it makes me think of
different ways of touch. I wish I could touch it.
I would be honored if you could imagine that you are in my studio. We are standing in
front of a squarish rectangular piece that is as tall as I can reach. Of course, it’s a foot off the
ground, but it feels larger when its hanging at the right height. It’s a piece I made just a few
months ago as I was trying to really scale things up. Now feel the surface from top down.
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Robert Rauschenberg, Bed, 1955
Oil, pencil, toothpaste, and red fingernail polish on pillow,
quilt, and bedsheet mounted in wood supports.
6 ft 3 ¼ in x 31 ½ in x 8 in (191.1 x 80 x 20.3 cm)
Courtesy of The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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The upper most part is textured with lines of collaged colored papers, drenched in clear gesso to
hold all together, drawn on with crayon. But deeper, there are layers and layers of thin sheets of
polyester film, similar to the films you used in making positives for screen-printing or the layers
of plexiglass you reinterpret in your Shades series. I use those sheets of plastic film as material to
make my work. As we move down the surface, there’s a change in texture where you can feel the
plastic exposed to the air. Its slick and glossy, highly reflective of the halogen studio lights. It’s
not so taut that it holds flat but has a give to it; those reflections become moving highlights as we
walk back and forth around the piece. This unfixed quality makes the images moveable, refusing
to find a fixed form or message. The thing that all my works have in common is that I think of
them as built. The exposed “joints” and “seams” are important; I am being intentional and
deliberate with how those joints and seams are built as reinvented images, objects, and
architecture.
This piece is called Chances to Chequear, 2020. It develops the vocabulary of
printmaking, space, and play between methods of layering unlikely fragments that I call
manchitas— such as ink jet screen printers’ film, colored paper, canvas, drawings, photographs,
shadows, light, and a Maria la del Barrio13 subtitled image. These are placed within and around
empty cavities that reveal the structure of the stretcher bars layered with abstract and figurative
images and objects.
I am actively engaged with the language of printmaking exploring a process that is about
taking apart and putting back together. Although intrinsic to printmaking, this process infiltrates
into my other works, presenting layers and an obsession with surface and textures but also in the
history of print as a form of art and communication.
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Adrian Gonzalez, Chances to Chequear, 2020
colored paper, acrylic, gesso, cut and collaged drawings, canvas spliced together
and stapled to the back of a pine frame, screen printer’s film, shadows, projected light,
empty space, confetti, and ink jet prints in wood frame
82 x 86 x 2 inches (208.28 x 218.44 x 6.35 cm).
Courtesy of the artist

39

Gonzalez

I started making abstract work as a way to break away from making representational
work of people that looked like me. It was a challenge to see how I could make references to
myself without showing a portrait of a brown man amongst symbols of my culture. Around early
2018, roughly two years before moving to St. Louis I started making abstracted images. I
describe them as abstracted because they start with very clear and precise photographs. I print
them on synthetic paper, which resists the inkjet ink, and cause a mirage of colors and traces of
images disappearing and reappearing.
Materials that are not commonly used in painting or print such as confetti, stickers,
gloves, and film while working on plastic sheets became an important element because they
surround me, and they are the cosas that make my collages. When asked “what do you make?” I
usually find it hard to categorize my work. Is this a print? Is it a painting? Is it sculpture? Years
ago, I would have tried to find a way to put it in one of the two boxes—now, I just say its art. I
read that you told Calvin Tompkins “I want to escape categories.”14 Were you rejecting
conventional boundaries, the boundaries between art and non-art, between artist and the viewer,
between animate and inanimate, between media, between disciples?15 How much of that was an
influence for painter and printmaker Tschabalala Self who says, “If you have confidence and say
it’s a painting then no one will question it, and they will call it a painting.”16
I feel that your work is a confluence between, art, life, and the world that is generously
shared with the viewer—stuff is to the world what body is to being human.17 ¼ mile or 2
Furlong is a transformation of nothing to something. Michael Govan18 calls it “a memoir,”19
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Adrian Gonzalez, Forgotten Title (M'olvide), 2018
Screen print, crayon, dye-based ink, and confetti on Yupo
26 x 18 inches (66.04 x 45.72 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
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a walk through your life. You already know that I consider my practice and work as collage—a
collection of worldly artifacts and manchitas that define the times in which I live. They refer to
art-historical influences that penetrate deep in my history of thought, present visual inspirations
such as the internet that constantly alters my impression and relationship with history and the
present, wait for you as networks of possibilities to question in the future.
I have friends that worked with you and call you Bob when they tell stories about you. Is
it ok to call you Bob? Well Bob, here is a take on collage I find interesting that I copied it from a
book that I thought you’d enjoy. Collage can be so many things, a room full of people, a bouquet
of flowers, a tree of noisy birds or a pile of trash on the street.20 It feels so connected to what you
say about socks as material, “A pair of socks is no less suitable to make a painting with than
wood, nails, turpentine, oil, and fabric.”
I see the world in a similar way. What kind of cultural artifacts do we use to define the
times in which we live in? It’s a reflection of the world in the way Charles Wilkins sees it, 21
revealing the unspoken and the intangible things that make us truly human. I have been looking
for words such as this to help describe my process for quite a bit now, even my earlier work that
I was making as I was moving to St. Louis. Next time you are in the studio think about the
Wilkins’ quote. I know I will be.

Sincerely,
Adrian
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Robert Rauschenberg ¼ mile or 2 Furlong, 1981 to 1998
190 mixed media panels, sounds and sculptures.
Courtesy of Los Angeles County Museum of Art
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Lisa, Here Are My Studio Notes:
A Letter to Lisa Bulawsky

*Lisa Bulawsky (born 1962) is an artist known for her works on paper and temporary public projects. She
is Professor of Art, Chair of the MFA program, and Director of Island Press at The Sam Fox School of
Design & Visual Art at Washington University in St. Louis.
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To create today is to create dangerously…The question, for all those who cannot live
without art and what signifies, is merely to find out how, among the police forces of so
many ideologies…the strange liberty of creation is possible. 22
Albert Camus

45

Gonzalez

Dear Lisa,
I owe you some studio notes. I’ve been a bit behind but trying to catch up.

Today, I swept away all the saw dust in the studio after cutting the wood for my stretcher
bars. I cut them by hand with a bright yellow jig that I found at Home Depot that really works
only for straight cuts. Hand sawing the wood has slowed down my process by working on one
piece at a time compared to planning ahead and cutting a stack of wood with the chop saw. My
practice was full of speed just a few months ago. I wanted to make—I wanted it fast. The marks
and images had to reflect that, and speed was the way, I thought, to achieve that.
The idea of not planning ahead is really the important part here. I thought this would be
important to bring up. I want to leave some room for chance and for moves to happen a step at a
time. To me, the act of hand cutting this wood reflects slowing down to think of the marks that I
am making at that moment without getting ahead of myself. I take time to build the standing
objects; I’ve been calling them windows and monuments. They stand just about 5 inches taller
than me, and they are as wide as I can spread my arm span. I did this intentionally so they feel
like the size of a person, which also happens to be the largest size I can move on my own. As
they get deeper and heavier, that becomes more of an issue, but I’ve been able to manage.
These latest works have moved away from the wall and now take up space or better yet
cut space, like a door or window. They feel like they are a chunk of the world with earth and
architecture from another place that are now sitting in front of us—or feel like a portal like my
Uncle Junior’s mural or as Jack Whitten would say: “Space is as much a part of the object as
object is a part of space.”23. I appreciate Whitten’s work because I’m interested in how he
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Adrian Gonzalez, Open Window (Humid Summer Night in St. Louis) (Recto), 2021
Mixed media assemblage in wood frame
72 x 60 x 9 inches (182.88 x 152.4 x 22.86 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and Mildred Lane Kemper Museum of Art
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traverses space because I am interested in what constitutes the space I live in, how I move about
it, and how I interpret it.
I build the rectilinear outer shape first as a structure to hold the contents I am making and
collecting. The frames start as deep as the palm of my hand. This is the point when the collage
effect begins. All the bits, pieces, shapes, forms, layers, fragments, manchitas, shadows, lines,
and cosas are all the words that start to build up in the structures. I think about the placement of
the wood bars. They used to be cross beams for structure but as the work has developed, they
have become a part of the grid within the space. There is an absurdity to the rigidity of the grids
within the work. They are attached at obscure measurements from left to right or front to back to
push the grid against its rigidity and to make it more flaccid or irregular. Rigidity is the opposite
of fluidity of the hybridity, but the grid is where I start.
I lived in government housing up until I left home at 18. My mother continued to live
there for another seven years after I left. There was a map of the apartment complex painted with
enamel in cream, brown, green, and red located at the main entrance of the neighborhood. It was
an aerial view of the buildings and roads all arranged to form a big grid. I would stare at this sign
when I waited for the bus.
Some recognizable objects appear in parts while color delineates space in a quasiarchitectonic manner in other places. I want the elements to exist together. The grid is an
important element in my work. When I started applying the grid, it became safe to me. My life
was always in flux and unstable, so the grid gave me a foundation to make work from. I didn’t
fight it, and I was able to navigate it. If I don’t have it, then my life would become unstable. It
had a relationship to architecture, which relates to structure form and foundations. My work has
intention. But I reveal and don’t reveal at the same time. I rely on material and the subject matter
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Adrian Gonzalez, Bloque, 2021
Mixed media assemblage in wood frame
72 x 60 x 7 inches (182.88 x 152.4 x 17.78 cm)
Courtesy of the Artist and Mildred Lane Kemper Museum of Art
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to do some of the political work for me. I rely on the freedom of abstraction to go wherever I
need to go.24
I use the grid to organize the infrastructure like of Open Window (Humid Summer Night in
St. Louis, 2020 so that the disparate elements arranged in and around them may be read

simultaneously in time and space. I want objects, images, and planes to be in the same space that
is called “all-at-onceness.”25 I consider my pieces landscapes because they are how I see the
world including signs, people, buildings, and trees, as layers of collage. Amy Sillman, a
contemporary painter, talks about the layers in her paintings as a time-based sequence.26 I think
of the layers in my work as how objects in front of our eyes sit. For example, my glasses sit on
my nose, so the rim of my glasses is always the closest thing in space for me, then the tip of my
nose; while I write this my hands are next in space, then my laptop in front of my hands, and
then the vase full of flowers followed by a chair and so on. To me it all reads like one flat space.
I believe that it’s because of the way I know printmaking: building in layers and flattening that
space, creating space through flatness. I feel you as a printmaker would understand this better
than most.

See you soon,
Adrian
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Translating the Untranslatable:
A letter to Amy Sillman

* A letter to Amy Sillman (b. 1955) is an American painter. Her artistic practice also includes drawings,
cartoons, collage, iPhone video, and zines. Sillman is Co-chair, Painting at the Milton Avery Graduate
School of the Arts at Bard College, and a Professor of Fine Arts at the Städelschule.
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Amy Sillman, still from After Metamorphoses (2015–16).
Animated video, 5 min.
Courtesy of the artist and Gladstone Gallery, New York and Brussels.
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Dear Amy,
How do you work past ideas that don’t resort to a cliché way of making or train of
thought? How do you talk about visual pleasure and confront questions like “what should I do?”
or “what would make it better?” or are you making things for truth, beauty, elevation, or
virtuosity?27
It was amazing to see your piece After Metamorphosis, 2015-16 because I can see all
these questions I ask, answered in them. You talk about metamorphosis in terms of translation
and fragments. It’s such a great way to interpret the way you work. I love that you approach
painting as a time-based practice, images just build up over time and hundreds of paintings are
layered and layered within one painting and you see that as film28. The way you describe After
Metamorphosis’ and your practice inspires my practice and my way of working with fragments,
layers, digital images, abstraction, and translation.
David Joselit uses the word remediation to describe Rachel Harrison’s work and its
translatability.29 It feels like as though he is using it in a discombobulating absurd way—a new
meaning or translating the original to make it his own, like Spanglish. He uses the term
remediation30 as an aesthetic procedure of two or more media,31 especially with the use of the
digital. My collages and assemblages appropriate, cut, remix, paste, and sample using digital
sources, such as in my works The Yarda, 2021 and Small Pin Up (Memoria de el Evening), 2019.
The digital sources are abstracted enough to have a conversation with abstract painting, but the
digital images still hold the reference to the original.
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Adrian Gonzalez, Small Pin Up (Memoria de el Evening), 2019
Acrylic, crayon, push pin with no pin, two sheets of digitally printed newsprint,
inkjet on screen print film, clear gesso, canvas, and wood frame
52.5 x 42 x 2 inches (133.35 x 106.68 x 5.08 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
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Abstract work is something that can only be engaged only in the present. You can’t
experience abstraction in retrospect. It’s a real time lived experience.32 The untranslatable is not
something that cannot be translated. It keeps translating to generate the untranslatable. This
description is how I generate my work in collage. I have a cannibalistic approach where old
pieces become material for new pieces, not only in material but also how digital images travel
and translate poor images.33 To me, Harrison is an assemblage artist; her work has a capacity to
hold diverse elements in relation to one another without subordinating anyone of them to any
other compositionally. Her assemblages play between relation and opacity.
In my work I take digital images and turn them into something else. They are collages
that are combined from printed film and other more traditional collage material. To me, this is
how abstraction is untranslatable. You cannot translate abstract work. Untranslatability is
fundamental to my work. I am attracted to an awkward gravitas in works by other artists, by
which I mean if I don’t understand it them, I’m attracted to it.
I think you describe abstraction best when you talk about how form can match what
you’re feeling: funny, homely, lonely, ill-fitting, and strange things that feel right. Its awkward.34
Do you consider this a form of translation or your own language?

Sincerely,
Adrian
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Adrian Gonzalez, The Yarda, 2021
Colored paper, acrylic, gesso, graphite, inkjet prints on Yupo, pine,
screen printers film, shadows, projected light, empty space, and crayon in wood frame
82 x 86 x 2 ½ inches (208.28 x 218.44 x 6.35 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
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Conclusion
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smoke.signals.space. installation view, 2021
Mildred Lane Kemper Art Museum
Courtesy the artist and Mildred Lane Kemper Museum of Art
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Hello again Reader,

In my most recent works I build life size objects through collage, assemblage, and object
making, I fit unlikely fragments into layers, forms, manchitas, lines, shadows, shapes, pictures,
bits, and cosas. I use these to build up what may feel like arbitrary structures but are used to
create a visual language como Spanglish. I take preexisting materials, photographs, and images
to assemble, remake, translate, reinterpret, and rebuild them as architectural landscapes,
windows, doors, and figures —…collage is really about challenging convention and reinventing
reality by just letting go of expectations. 35 I think about culture and language through rigid and
flaccid grids with the interaction of landscapes and architecture to use that hybridity as a
conceptual framework to guide my making. I see Spanglish as I see collage—both take snippets
of various sources and bring them together creating a hybrid of communication.
As presented in this text, I have divided my studio practice and the concept of my work
into five letters. In Una Lettra para Sonia (A Letter to Sonia), I write to my mother Sonia
Delgado in Spanish, who has passed since writing the letter. I write to her as a personal and
biographical way to reminisce and explain my early history, influences, and memories. In Some
Words to Salvador Tio about Spanglish and Other Things I write to Puerto Rican writer Salvador
Tio to ask and challenge his writings that are against the idea of bilingualism as it relates to
Espanglish. Bizarro is a letter to a non-imaginary friend to show influential references in how
storytelling and tradition influence my making. I write to artist Robert Rauschenberg in To
Rauschenberg as a historical connection of my practice in collecting and assembling. Studio
Notes to Lisa is a letter to describe my process and decision making to artist and educator Lisa
Bulawsky through the lens of follow up notes from studio visits. Lastly, I end by writing to artist
and author Amy Sillman in Translating the Untranslatable by focusing on theory while
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discussing overlapping themes of our work such as fragments, awkwardness, originality, and
translation.
I believe the responsibility of an artist is to communicate, doubt, challenge, be insecure,
be confident, be a part of a civil society, be deceitful, contribute, forget, act, simplify, amplify,
act, be silent, create, be necessary, capture, and translate what is happening in the world around
their thinking, beliefs, and experiences. This happens through any form they find best to do so.
To share with the grand collective. By extension, the artist’s role can be understood as a cultural
producer. Be that a narrative artist or a conceptual artist, the role of an artist becomes circular
rather than linear especially when relating to the ever changing past and present.

All my best,
Adrian
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Appendix:

A Letter for Sonia
English version

*Sonia Delgado (July 10, 1966–March 15, 2021) is my mother.
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Mamá,
You used to tell me how great of an artist I was because I could color within the lines of
my Los Tortugas Ninja coloring books. You would buy the big packs of kraiolas so that I had
every color I needed. Macaroni and Cheese, Razzmatazz, and the Outer Space colored crayons
were always in my arsenal.
You always had a weird fascination that I inherited my interest in art from Tio Junior, a
sign painter in Puerto Rico until he moved to Florida in the early 90’s. Maybe, you made that
connection because he was the only artist you knew. I do remember being so encantado by his
mural in Abuelita’s garage in the middle of nowhere in Interlachen, Florida.
Tio Junior was the first artist I ever met too: a pretty quintessential Latin macho artist if
you ask me. He was always a little disheveled, splattered paint all over his clothes, stayed up late
playing his childhood guitarita and really knew how to riki tiki tiki with his púa on that guiro.
He had painted a scene of a river winding up to the mountains in Puerto Rico: a scene out
of his imagination, palm trees swaying in the distance and farmers tending to the land, five flores
de plumeria painted across the bottom—not sure if the idea was that they were getting closer as
you moved from left to right or whether they were moving away as they moved from right to
left. The big opening right in the center of the wall bothered me. Why would he choose this wall
to paint on? Why ruin his painting with a big void in the center of it?
I like that opening now. Its special to me. Maybe, he is showing us a street vendor
window like those found all over Viejo San Juan, little openings where anyone could buy batidas
and empanadas as they walked around the city: birds passing overhead, the grass wavering,
children running, the rrrring rrrring of the ice cream truck. It was surreal to have a
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Fidia Rafael Otero “Tio Junior”, 1990s
Latex paint on wall
Dimensions variable
Courtesy NEFMLS, Inc.
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picture that felt like a window that transported me to Tio Junior’s memories of what Puerto Rico
was to him. I believe something like this is called a portal. A portal that transported me to his
memories and imagination.
There was also that small white sign about a foot wide and 8-inches tall, which lived right
by the front door of Abuelita’s house. Tio Junior painted the house number 231 in red and
outlined in black enamel with little flores de plumeria painted across it as if they were being
blown around by the wind. Little marcas of white blobs on the red numbers created the illusion
that the numbers were wet and glistening in the sun. I think about those numbers with little
flowers a lot. I recollect all the signs he painted all around Interlachen. I place objects on my
work, like the small house sign.
You and I have always had pretty vague language to describe what I do. You ask me
about what I do in el estudio or in el shop, and I say pintando or drawing. I don’t know exactly
what you think an artist estudio looks like—but it’s not that different from what it looked like
when Tio Junior was painting signs and murals, just a lot less fresh air.
I would say the things I make are very similar to the way that I talk: fast most of the time.
I pause and think. Sometimes it’s difficult for me to pronounce some words so I mumble through
them—which most people don’t understand me and they ask me to slow down. I know it’s a bad
habit, and you would hate it if you heard me. Calma te is what you would probably say. It’s hard
to some pronounce some words when I’ve been so used to speaking Spanish with you at about
100 mph, and the words melt right into each other. I’ve been trying to slow down. I think it is
helping the way that I work—not sure what it’s doing for the speed talking though.
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Adrian Gonzalez, Second Delight, 2020
acrylic, oil, screen print, and colored pencil on paper
30 X 22 inches.
Courtesy of the artist
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You know, not much has changed in the way I use my hands since the days I used to
draw on the brick walls of our apartment buildings, or when JJ and I would take toys apart and
put them back together como el Frankenstien, rompiendo y mezclando while you yelled at us for
destroying them, or all those Mad Magazines I collected, which I flipped through and drew in. I
was attracted to the way they made them into their own stories, their play and bending of culture.
It was worldly to me.
In el estudio, I have bits and pieces of cut and ripped paper, wood, tape, plastic, screws,
fabric, towels, metal, and all other sorts of random objects spread all over when I work, which
you would think are just piles of basura. I don’t really care where these materials come from;
I’m interested in what I’m going to do with them, even if it is trash de voy a dar otra paliza!
Then they become something else. They become art.
Just trust me. I know I’m basically telling you that I’m using materials that you would
consider trash. But I wouldn’t be writing to you and telling you about it if I wasn’t excited about
it and believed in it. I’m looking at where I come from, how we spoke, our language, the things
around us, the images around us, our fears, and the things we did and didn’t have. I know they
look strange to you and don’t look like Tio Junior’s paintings of his memories of beautiful Puerto
Rico, where he came from. These are my pictures of where I came from and where I’m going.
Solo quiero que sepas que sé de dónde vengo, pero quiero que veas a dónde voy.

Con muchisimo amor,
Adrian
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Adrian Gonzalez, Third Delight, 2020
acrylic, screen print, and colored pencil on paper
30 X 22 inches
Courtesy of the artist
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